medical officers of Government in this country that decomposition is so seldom put in as a plea for the non-completion of an autopsy.
When Robert Harvey annotated the medicolegal returns of the Bengal Presidency in 1876 he reported that six per cent, of the whole number of cases were so far advanced in decomposition that the cause of death could not be ascertained. We have not been able to find out to what extent advanced decomposition has interfered with the finding of the cause of death in the post-mortem records of recent years, but we note that in over 1,300 cases examined at the Alipore morgue as reported by Military Assistant-Surgeon F. J. Daley " too decomposed " is recorded in only 13 cases or less than one per cent.
The proportion of cases in this advanced state and the extent of the decomposition depends largely upon the distance the body has to be brought tor examination, and upon the care taken by the police to cover up the body and hasten its removal; and there can be little doubt that if the rural police realised the importance of bringing in bodies without delay, much unpleasantness would be saved to the examining medical officer, and the ends of justice would also often be furthered. We have frequently heard complaints from medical officers as to unnecessary delay in bringing in the bodies, delay in deciding that it must be brought in, delay on the roadside, and the delay inevitable when a body has to be carried on a country cart at the snail's pace of two miles an hour, which the Bengal bullock considers is the utmost that he will be forced to do.
Here we think Local Governments could do much to help both the medical officer and justice ; orders should be given to the police officers in sub-divisions and thanas to keep a supply of charcoal, and it should be freely used to surround the body?which should also be wrapped THE INDIAN MEDICAL GAZETTE. [June 1902. up in clean cloths or in bamboo matting.* We need not specify the details, but it should be a point of honour with the police that the body should be brought to the nearest examining medical officer with as little delay as possible. The date and hour of receiving the body should be noted on the command certificate and the hour of receipt at the dead-house also noted, and it should be the duty of the Civil Surgeon or other examining officer to report all unnecessary delay on the part of the police to the local Magistrate. A few exemplary punishments for delay would soon, we believe, do much good, and the Magistrate and District Superintendent of Police could in all cases do much to further this desirable end. Now though we protest strongly against the dilatoiy and leisurely way in which bodies are often conveyed to the examining medical officer, and while we are well aware how rapidly decomposition sets in in hot climates, and especially perhaps in a hot damp climate like that of Bengal, we do not for a moment allow that a state of decomposition is any valid excuse on the part of a medical officer for the non-performance of a complete postmortem examination. This is a matter upon which we know Civil Surgeons are agreed, and they seldom or never allow the very distinct unpleasantness of the task to interfere with its performance ; as Kenneth McLeod wrote, over 30 years ago, " no such excuse is a valid one, and the careless or superficial or hurried examination of human remains in whatever state preserved is a palpable dereliction of duty, . . . the requirements of the law should supersede all sense of personal inconvenience and discomfort." It is true that decomposition may be so far advanced that it is impossible to throw any light upon the cause of death, but it is only after an examination that this can be said; it cannot be assumed beforehand. Numerous cases are on record where "only putrid masses of skin and flesh, swarming with maggots" remained, yet examination was able easily to detect the cause of death, from fracture of bones, &c. In fact we must agree with Robert Harvey when he wrote, " page after page might be filled with examples when the most advanced decomposition failed to hide the cause of death." * Nearly fifty years ago Norman Chevers drew up some rules for this purpose, but apparently they were never carried into effect, see his Jurisprudence (p. 43, 3rd Ed.).
Therefore when medical officers take this high view of their duties it is all the more obligatory for the executive authorities to see that the bodies are sent for examination as quickly as possible, and in as well preserved a state as is possible, and no reasonable expense should be spared to attain this end.
